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	1. Chapter 1

Shirayuki yawned enormously and rubbed at her tired throbbing eyes with the backs of her hands. It had been another long day at the Lyrias pharmacy—longer, in fact, due to last minute preparations for an impending snowstorm—and she was more than ready to settle in for the night. Slowly shuffling across her room, she plants herself on the edge of her bed, running a comb through her apple red hair, still slightly damp from a bath. She was already dressed in her thick winter nightgown and once she was finished with her hair, she could finally sleep.  
>She's halfway through braiding it when a sharp tap at the door interrupts her.<p>

"Mistress!" announces a familiar voice, "I brought the books you wanted!"

"Ah! Just a moment!" Shirayuki quickly secures the half-finished braid and wraps a heavy shawl around her shoulders.

"It's already started to snow," Obi informs her as she opens the door. His nose and ears are pink from the cold and snowflakes dust his dark hair and coat, not yet melted by the warmth of the building.

"Has it?" Shirayuki glances over her left shoulder, toward the window. She hadn't noticed, but fluffy snowflakes flutter past, flashing in reflected torchlight as they fall to the earth. Judging from the steep mound already crowding her windowsill, it must have started soon after she left the pharmacy building…

"Will you be all right going back to the fort, Obi?" It was a long walk from her room on Scholar's Street to the soldiers' quarters at the Checkpoint, even on a clear day.

Obi doesn't respond immediately with some witty quip or smiling reassurances that he can surely manage such a simple thing, goodness Mistress, don't worry about me.  
>Which is odd, for him.<p>

"Obi?" She turns back to face him, a question in her emerald eyes.

He stands in her doorway, silent and still as a statue, mouth ever so slightly agape, and _stares_ at her, ocher eyes wide with surprise. No, with _shock_.

Obi's behavior puzzles her at first. Before she realizes _exactly_ what he's staring at. Shirayuki claps her hand over the side of her face. Too late. Too late to conceal it. The scar. The long, thin scar that started near the corner of her right eye and carved a canyon through her pale cheek.

"Ah—This is—"

She knows it's stupid, even as she says it. He knows, what this is.

Obi blinks once, snapping himself away from the memories parading through his head. And then he turns, placing the books on a small table just inside the door.

"Obi, wait! I'll explain! Obi!" she reaches for him with her left arm, right hand still clamped firmly over the scar.

But Obi walks away, without a word. Without a single sound at all.

She follows him out the door and into the hall, but he ignores her hushed calls. Obi finds the nearest window and leaps out into the night, swiftly disappearing in the darkness and swirling snow.

Shirayuki stares after him, out into the frigid night, and curls her shaking hands into fists. Knocks them against her head. Once. Twice. Three times.

Stupid,  
>stupid,<br>_stupid_—!


	2. Chapter 2

_Wow, first of all I wanna say that I was absolutely floored by the response to chapter one - thank you! Second, yes, there is more! The plan is to update roughly once a week until it's done, so please bear with me! Thanks again for reading, and keep letting me know what you think!_

* * *

><p>Obi wanders through the gently falling snow, not paying much attention to where his feet take him. He wanders through his memories, too—Tanbarun, and his failure. His Mistress kidnapped—despite that damn mountain monkey Mihaya's information about the pretty boy Kazuki—despite Master's urgent letter warning of the companion, Itoya—despite <em>his own presence in the room<em>**!** All it took was a split second of distraction.  
>His fault. All his fault.<p>

Mistress forgave him, and so did Master, but that didn't mean he forgave himself. Or that he ever would. And seeing that wound again, after all this time?  
>Well.<br>It was no wonder Mistress kept it covered. To be constantly reminded of those hellish days with each passing glance at a mirror, at a window…

Obi fusses absent mindedly with his scarf, exhaled breath forming a foggy haze around his head. He's stopped wandering and takes stock of his surroundings. The snow continues to fall, harder now, and the trees are mere blurs against the swirling white.

Ah.

This is the ridge where they watched the sun rise, after little Ryuu taught her to make the medicine for the Northern Flu. Ryuu had fallen asleep before Mistress finished the second batch, and Obi carried him to bed. And then they had come here, using the high paths normally reserved for the soldiers. And he told her then, that Master had made him a knight and sent him to be her attendant. That he would stay in Lyrias with her.

She had looked so marvelously happy, in the pre-dawn twilight.

Obi nimbly scales a tree, and makes himself comfortable. Or, at least as comfortable as he was going to get, perched carefully amongst the study branches of a dormant evergreen, back and head resting against the rough bark, sheltering from the freezing midnight of a Northern winter snowstorm.

Mistress kept the scar a secret, huh?  
>That was her choice to make, but still…<p>

He tugged his scarf up over his nose.


	3. Chapter 3

3

A noise snaps Obi out of his daze, the _crunch - crunch - crunch_ of someone stomping through the snow, not caring about the ruckus they made. It got close before he noticed. Much too close.  
>He was distracted. Again.<br>_Damn_.

But then a small voice drifted up to the treetops. A familiar voice.

"Obi?"

Of course Mistress came to find him. Just like she had in Tanbarun.

"Obi, are you here?" She waits several moments for a reply that doesn't come before calling out again, "Obi!"

She certainly was persistent. But-

"Obi, I _know_ you can hear me!" frustration sharpened her tone to a fine point. "_Obi!_"

He snorted. He couldn't help it. How many trees had she shouted _that_ at already?

She's silent for moment—sneezes twice, softens her voice, "_Please_ come down, I'll explain everything. Obi!"

An explanation, huh? What was there to explain? Still, if he didn't do something, she'd be outdoors yelling at trees until daybreak…

"Ob-"

"Mistress," he interrupts her with a resigned sigh, but keeps his perch in the evergreen, concealed by soundless snowfall and shadowy branches. He doesn't want to face her right now. He's not even sure that he can.

"Ah—I _knew_ you'd come here, Obi," Shirayuki crunches through the snow over to his tree and pauses—looking up, searching for him, obviously expecting him to come down and face her like he did in the mountains of Tanbarun. He doesn't. He keeps quiet too, and the silence stretches, an uncomfortable chasm.

"Um, well..." she stares down at her snow-caked boots. Gingerly traces the scar's track across her cheek. Inhales.

"I'm sorry, Obi."

_Why_?

"Huh?" she glances up, surprised, trying once more to locate his hiding place in the evergreen.

Damn, had he spoken aloud? He covers his mouth, just in case.

"…I," she starts, slowly, and after a brief pause continues, "…after we got back to Clairnes, to the castle, I…started to cover it. I figured the scar would—that it would fade. Eventually. So until then…"  
>Another pause.<br>"But, it didn't. So I kept covering it up."

Why in the world was she apologizing to _him_…?

"I'm s-sorry, that you found out like that."

…When that whole fiasco was _his_ fault in the first place!

"…It's been two years, Mistress." _Damn_, why did he say that, of all things? It sounded like he was trying to pick a fight.  
>"Longer, even." Well, he certainly didn't want her <em>pity<em>.

"Y-yeah," she stammers.

Damnit, don't agree with me!

"I s-should have told you a l-long time ago."

And stop _apologizing_!

"I'm really s~s~orry."

There it was.  
>Obi jumps down, landing silently in the snow. He spins around to face her, opens his mouth to speak—<br>and freezes.

"Mistress, what are you _wearing_?"

"Huh?"

Shirayuki clutches her now snow-dampened shawl tightly around her shivering shoulders, still dressed in her bedclothes. Ice and snow clung heavily to the hem of her nightgown. By some miracle she wore her boots, but the snow already over-topped them. Red hair—hair that was _still wet_!—escaped from the braid and hung in half-frozen tendrils around her rosy face. Her cheeks and ears and nose and fingers—also red from the cold. And her teeth clatter together so violently, he's shocked he didn't notice it before.

Obi practically jumps out of his coat, quickly wrapping it around her.  
>"Mistress, it is the <em>middle<em> of the _night_. It. Is. _Snowing_."

"I—I can s-see that!" she protests, her breath forming a cloud between them, blurring the details of his face.

Obi just stares at her, slack-jawed, incredulous, hands griping her shivering arms. She was still shaking with cold.

"I was _worried_ about you, Obi!"

And her eyes widen, when his face suddenly draws near.

"Mistress… _Seriously_…"  
>Obi rests his forehead on her shoulder, defeated.<p> 


End file.
